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Abstract 
 
This report presents findings from research with fifty-one Christchurch young people who left 
school with low or no qualifications. Most of these young people experienced a period when 
they were not in education, employment or training (known as NEET) but at the time of this 
research they were all in a learning environment of some kind. The report explores the ways 
in which many of these young people rejected their former NEET identities and were building 
learning identities for themselves. It examines what facilitates this process and the processes 
by which these young people make education employment linkages. The report concludes that 
some current policy directions risk excluding members of this group from assistance.  
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Executive Summary 
1. Objective 2 of the EEL project has focused on education-employment support for 
young people who leave school with low or no qualifications. Earlier reports offer 
analyses of the transition infrastructure as it relates to this group (Report No. 3) and of 
education/training organisations and providers working with these young people 
(Report No. 4). This report focuses on the voices of the young people themselves.  
2. Fifty-one young people in five Christchurch learning organisations were interviewed 
in pairs or small groups during the latter half of 2011. Almost all had left school early 
and experienced a period (from weeks to months) of non-participation in post-school 
education, training or employment (known as NEET). The learning organisations 
included two teen parent units, two organisations catering for young people facing 
multiple difficult challenges, and one offering both Youth Guarantee and fee paying 
courses. 
3. The research question explored here is: what do young people who have left school 
with few or no qualifications have to say about their capacity to develop education-
employment linkages, including about forms of support that facilitate this 
development and barriers that impede it?  
4. Findings support the conclusion established in the EEL literature review (Report No. 
2) that identity work is crucial for young people developing their learning capacities 
and crafting education-employment linkages. In particular, the young people in this 
phase of the project voiced an almost universal rejection of what might be called a 
NEET identity and spoke of themselves in terms of developing learning identities. 
5. Their stories indicate that (i) rejection of a school identity does not necessarily 
constitute rejection of a learning identity; (ii) development of a learning identity is a 
complex, non-linear process and is often also an unstable and fragile process; (iii) a 
learning identity is always developed in relationship: to individuals, communities, 
institutions and structures. 
6. The rejection of a NEET identity was frequently accompanied by comments about the 
importance of ‘getting an education’. For some, this involved regrets about leaving 
school, but most told stories of the difficulties they experienced staying in school and 
preferred learning in their current organisation.  
7. Relationships of recognition between tutor and student emerged as fundamental to the 
establishment of a learning identity. This contrasted strongly with school experiences 
in which many of these young people felt invisible and unable to bring themselves, 
with all their difficult circumstances (including being ‘in trouble’) to the classroom. In 
their current environment they felt recognised, and therefore understood and 
supported. This is the ground on which they were able to build learning identities. 
8. Other aspects of the learning environment also supported the development of learning 
identities, including: the perceived relevance of the work done, paced learning, 
individualised support, small class sizes, engaged tutors who delivered a ‘positive 
push’ (rather than a punitive one), and an authority structure that students could 
understand and respect.  
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9. Asked about what would help them craft education-employment pathways, 
participants spoke of tutors and others who were trustworthy, understanding, honest, 
patient and with high expectations. They also spoke extensively about the importance 
of their own motivation. 
10. Informal networks emerged as significant forms of systemic support. The primary way 
individuals made the transition from NEET status into their current learning 
environment was through contact with networks of trusted individuals, such as family 
members, peers, youth workers, midwives, social workers and former school teachers. 
The value of this word-of-mouth approach was that these young people were able to 
take advice from people they trusted and so came prepared to trust the course in which 
they enrolled. This suggests that strengthening such networks and widening their 
scope so that they include as many young people as possible is a desirable step.  
11. Reliance on informal networks also occurred when pathways into employment were 
being sought. The process relied heavily on individual tutors’ knowledge of, and 
networking with, local employers. This was the case for both work experience and 
employment.  This raises the question of how to support, strengthen and extend such 
networks which are currently ad hoc and reliant on the support of local employers. 
12. Maintaining a learning identity and developing a worker identity will be a challenge 
for these young people if, having taken seriously the injunction to ‘get an education’ 
they are then unable to translate this into genuine employment. The assumption shared 
by many that ‘it’s all just down to me’, will then reinforce an identity of ‘failure’ like 
that experienced at school, with the accompanying risk of disillusionment and a return 
to NEET status. 
13. This is a dynamic policy area at present. Two recent policy developments in particular 
may give cause for concern in the light of these research findings. The first is the close 
policy focus on 16-17 year olds. This focus suggests an outdated ‘age and stage’ linear 
model of youth development and risks excluding those young people who come later 
to a learning identity because of difficult life circumstances. 
14. The second development concerns the goal of all students achieving Level 2 NCEA. 
This is a laudable goal but if it leads to changes in learning organisations such as those 
participating in this research (e.g. in performance measures, course structure and 
length), and particularly if it leads these organisations to replicate schools, this will not 
cater well for these young people. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 
1.1 Introduction 
The Education Employment Linkages project is a five year research project exploring how 
transition support systems can best help young New Zealanders make good education 
employment linkages to benefit themselves, their communities, and the national economy. 
Objective Two of the EEL project focuses on examining how young people who have left 
school with few or no qualifications can be supported to craft pathways within the wider 
education system and between education and employment. This builds on work undertaken in 
earlier stages of the project, specifically work that has: 
(i) examined the international research literature relevant to this topic (Higgins,  
Vaughan, Phillips and Dalziel 2008),  
(ii) mapped aspects of the formal transition system of support available to young New 
Zealanders making education employment linkages (Vaughan, Phillips, Dalziel and 
Higgins 2009) and  
(iii) explored the regional transition infrastructure through interviews with a range of 
providers to examine forms of assistance offered by various Tertiary Education 
Organisations (TEOs) and connections services whose work with young people is 
associated with education employment linkages (Higgins 2010). 
This report focuses on the voice of the young people themselves. Together with these earlier 
elements of the project the analysis here fills out a wider picture of the context in which these 
young people are trying to forge education-employment links. Because the international 
literature review and the interviews with providers offer important analyses for an 
understanding of what is happening for these young people, the executive summaries of these 
earlier reports are included as appendices at the end of this report. The full reports are 
available on the EEL website (www.eel.org.nz). 
This document is one of four reports produced for stage four of the EEL project.  ther reports 
produced from this stage of the project e amine other dimensions of the wider education-
employment infrastructure, specifically in school communities, M ori and Pasifika 
communities, and employer-led channels. 
 
1.2 Structure of this report 
The rest of this chapter sets out the research question, methods and scope. Chapter Two 
begins the analysis of group discussions with young people exploring these in terms of the 
development of learning identities among participants, looking in particular at what has 
supported this development. Chapter Three explores forms of support (both individual and 
systemic) that enable participants to craft education-employment pathways. Chapter Four 
examines some policy developments that are likely to impact on young people and 
organisations such as those participating in this research. Chapter Five concludes the analysis.  
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1.3 Research Question 
This report is concerned with hearing from young people themselves. The research question 
explored here asks: 
What do young people who have left school with few or no qualifications have to say about 
their capacity to develop education-employment linkages, including about forms of support 
that facilitate this development and barriers that impede it? 
 
1.4 Research methods and scope 
The research was conducted in Christchurch in the second half of 2011. Because of the 
significant disruption caused by the Christchurch earthquakes it was decided to focus on 
talking with young people who were enrolled in a (non-school) learning institution of some 
kind. This means that the research did not include young people who are not in education, 
employment or training (NEET), however, most of the young people spoken with in the 
course of the research were early school leavers who had spent a period of time (from weeks 
to months) not engaged in education, employment or training. For some, this NEET period 
extended from the time they left school until their enrolment in their current course. Others 
had left school and moved in and out of employment that was often casual and insecure. 
These young people are, therefore, an important group in that many had been NEET but they 
had all subsequently found their way into a learning environment. This means that they are 
well placed to reflect on (a) their experiences of being not in education, employment or 
training and (b) their pathway from NEET status into a learning environment.  
This focus also enabled the research to address a question posed by recent reports from the 
Ministry of Education:   
In 2005, of the 7400 school leavers with little or no formal attainment (13 percent of all 
school leavers), over 3100 students chose to continue their education in tertiary institutions.  
Almost all of these students are studying level 1-3 certificates comparable with the study 
options offered in the schooling sector. We do not know why some students are choosing 
to pay for tertiary education rather than taking advantage of the free schooling sector 
though it suggests that the schooling sector is not meeting these students’ needs in some 
way, or that the tertiary sector is more attractive. These findings suggest that low level 
certificates are providing a way into education for students for whom school is not meeting 
their needs in some way, or a way out of unemployment for young people. (Loader and 
Dalgety 2008:11, emphasis added.) 
and 
It is important then to see what students do after leaving school, particularly for students 
with no or low school qualifications. We can then see how particular subgroups are faring 
in relation to the outcomes envisaged by the tertiary education strategy. While a study 
based on administrative data can’t determine why students are deciding to opt for particular 
post-secondary activities, we can show what is happening. (Engler 2011:5, emphasis 
added). 
The qualitative nature of the research offered in this strand of the EEL project enables us to 
identify clear reasons why some students with few or no school qualifications choose to 
undertake their learning outside the school environment. 
Learning Organisations 
A variety of post-compulsory learning organisations in Christchurch were invited to 
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participate in this phase of the research. Five agreed to take part and these offer a useful range 
of what is available in terms of the needs of those leaving school with few or no 
qualifications. Two organisations worked with young people facing multiple difficult 
challenges, including involvement in the youth justice system. These organisations offered a 
variety of services including case management and wrap-around support as well as 
education/training. Two organisations were learning centres for teen mothers. The fifth was a 
learning centre that included both Youth Guarantee (that is, government funded) and fee-
paying courses for students.    
Each of these organisations offered their students an environment that shared the 
characteristics identified in EEL Research Report No. 4 (see Appendix 2) as supportive of 
young people’s learning by helping them to: 
 gain confidence in their own capacity to learn,  
 set goals for themselves which included career goals,  
 learn through a pedagogy appropriate to their needs. 
Specifically this involved fostering respectful and trusting relationships between tutors and 
students; self-paced learning; project-based learning that was relevant, contextual, integrated, 
specific, and holistic; and career education that encouraged career conversations between 
students and tutors. A holistic focus on the wellbeing of the student was fundamental to this 
pedagogical approach. Where possible, wrap-around support was offered in-house or through 
referral, class sizes were small (generally not more than a dozen), tutors were highly skilled at 
working with young people and learning was tailored to individual needs. 
Focus groups and friendship groups 
The main research tool was the focus group or friendship group
1
 for which ethics approval 
was gained from the Lincoln University Human Ethics Committee. Twelve such discussion 
groups were conducted in the different learning organisations. A total of fifty-one young 
people were involved. Most were young women – eight were young men (scattered through 
several groups). Pakeha, M ori and Pasifika young people were involved. Group sizes ranged 
from two to seven and involved young people aged (primarily) between sixteen and twenty. 
Almost all participants had been early school leavers, had spent a period of time not in 
education, employment or training, and had returned to a learning environment after this time.   
The process for establishing the groups involved a series of face to face meetings to explain 
the project and invite participation, first with members of staff, then to assembled students in 
each organization. At these meetings information pamphlets (with a consent form attached) 
were circulated to everyone present and the details of participation (including consent) were 
outlined and discussed (see Appendix 3). The researchers then returned (at an agreed later 
date) to conduct group discussions on-site with those students who wanted to take part.  
The discussion groups ran for up to an hour and were audio-recorded and transcribed.  
Youth research consultant, Sarah McKay, from the Collaborative for Research and Training 
in Youth Health and Development, assisted with the networking necessary to establish the 
focus groups, conducted some of the focus groups and assisted with some of the coding and 
analysis of data. 
                                                 
1
  A friendship group involves a small group of friends (usually 2-4) who agree to be interviewed together. 
This offers an interview environment in which participants feel supported by each other (whereas 
individual interviews and larger focus groups may seem daunting). 
